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 In Ke Lefa Laka: Her Story, South African artist Lebohang Kganye digitally manipulates 
her mother’s family photographs, photoshopping herself into snapshots of her mother as a young 
woman to create fantastical records of her family’s past. Through the two-part process of 
restaging the photographs and overlaying them onto the source snapshots, she expands her 
family album to include composite scenes that are recreated through memories. By layering the 
images, Kganye fabricates an alternative space and time in which to be reunited with her 
deceased mother that operates outside of the “then” vs. “now” nostalgic paradigm. Through 
performing family photographs Kganye grapples with the ways in which histories, such as the 
legacy of apartheid, are negotiated generationally. I argue that Kganye’s use of family 
photographs mobilizes reflective nostalgia and a fully embodied experience of memories to 
imagine both alternative histories and possible futures that can counter universalizing narratives 
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“But memories and recollections won’t give me total access to the unwritten interior life of these 
people. Only the act of the imagination can help me.” – Toni Morrison, “The Site of Memory” 
 
  
In Lebohang Kganye’s photograph, Moketeng wa letsatsi la tswalo la ho qala wa moradi 
waka II [At my daughter’s first birthday party II] (Fig. 1), we see a closely cropped scene of a 
birthday party in which a mother and young daughter are surrounded by friends or family.1 A 
ghostly, semi-transparent woman is offset from the central figure so that the duo appears to be 
holding a cup together for the young child to sip from. Dressed in the same white cowl-necked 
sweater and large white stud earrings, the two women’s bodies become virtually 
indistinguishable. While two faces are clear—three eyes are visible, two noses, two mouths—
only one right arm emerges from the composite body to hold the cup to the baby’s lips. Yet, in 
the fused image, both women seem to fill the tender maternal role of assisting the small child. 
The familiar scene of a child’s birthday party evokes a strong narrative for the viewer of similar 
events they have likely attended and photographs they have posted into family albums, though its 
depiction is ruptured by the presence of the spectral figure.  
When Kganye (b. 1990, Katlehong, South Africa), returned to her family home after her 
mother’s death in 2010, she found photo albums and clothing. She had grown up looking at the 
 
1 Dr Lehlohonolo Motake, an Assistant Professor at Central University of Technology in 
Bloemfontein, South Africa, assisted with all translations of the original Sesotho titles of 
Kganye’s series. The “II” in the title refers to the composite iteration of the image in which the 
original snapshot and Kganye’s restaged self-portrait are laid over each other to produce a digital 
montage. A “I” at the end of a title denotes the self-portrait iteration of the series. 
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albums, but this time she realized that the outfits her mother had posed in for the decades-old-
snapshots still hung in the wardrobe. Three years later, Kganye received the Tierney Fellowship 
from Johannesburg’s Market Photo Workshop. This opportunity provided the support she needed 
to perform the research into her maternal family history that was spurred by her renewed 
attention to her mother’s heirlooms.2 The fellowship culminated in a two-part series: Ke Lefa 
Laka: Her Story [It’s my Inheritance: Her Story], which recreates Kganye’s mother’s 
photographs as digital montages like Figure 1, and Ke Lefa Laka: Heir Story [It’s my 
Inheritance: Heir Story] (Fig. 2), in which Kganye performs as her grandfather in diorama-like 
sets constructed from oversized family photographs.  
Kganye’s research included traveling around to the homes of various maternal family 
members who had migrated to the Johannesburg area from the Orange Free State as apartheid 
ended. She collected oral histories and gathered the family photographs that would become the 
basis for both iterations of Ke Lefa Laka. Once she had collected the photographs of her mother, 
located their original settings, and found the outfits her mother had worn in them, Kganye began 
the two-part process of creating each image in Ke Lefa Laka: Her Story, the series that is the 
subject of this analysis. First, dressed in the same clothing her mother wore in the originals, 
Kganye restaged her mother’s photographs as self-portraits (Fig. 3). She then overlaid the 
recreated self-portraits onto source snapshots at varying levels of transparency using Photoshop 
 
2 Kganye was the fifth recipient of the Tierney Fellowship at Johannesburg’s Market Photo 
Workshop. The fellowship provides financial and technical support to emerging photographers. 
This paper focuses solely on Ke Lefa Laka: Her Story, for more of Ke Lefa Laka: Heir Story, and 
Kganye’s photo-film Pied Piper’s Voyage (2014) which also investigates her grandfather’s 
history, see Marietta Kesting, “Performing History/Ies with Obsolete Media: The Example of a 




to create the final montage (Fig. 4). In this way, Kganye expanded her family album to include 
these composite scenes that are based on memory and longing. As a series, Ke Lefa Laka: Her 
Story (and its companion, Heir Story) explores the act of retelling personal memories. Ke Lefa 
Laka negotiates the thin line between memory and performance in order to grapple with the 
fragmentation of family legacies as generations move around and pass on. Because Kganye sees 
family photographs as representing constructed narratives that are made up of, “true, half-true 
and untrue narratives, hopes, dreams and fears,” her presence in the photographs through a 
spectral self-portrait solidifies her participation in the active and ongoing creation of this 
fabricated family history.3 
Although she mines source images that are often decades old, I argue that in Ke Lefa 
Laka: Her Story, Kganye uses these images of the past to imagine and perform future 
possibilities in order to process the on-going effects of the fragmentation of her family history 
that was spurred by apartheid policies. In contrast, much of the literature on family photographs 
is rooted in the past and its nostalgic remembrance rather than seeing the photographs as 
forward-thinking articulations of self-identity.4 In many texts on family photography, theories of 
nostalgia are embraced as the driving force behind the genre. The debate centers on the 
 
3 Manon Braat, “Lebohang Kganye,” AFRICANAH.ORG (blog), May 8, 2014, 
https://africanah.org/lebohang-kganye/.  
 
4 See, Marianne Hirsch, Family Frames: Photography, Narrative, and Postmemory (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1997); edited by Marianne Hirsch, The Familial Gaze 
(Hanover, NH : Dartmouth College, 1999); Julia Hirsch, Family Photographs: Content, 
Meaning, Effect (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981); Martha Langford, Suspended 
Conversations : The Afterlife of Memory in Photographic Albums (Montreal : McGill-Queen’s 
University Press, 2001); Annette Kuhn, “Memory Texts and Memory Work: Performances of 
Memory in and with Visual Media,” Memory Studies 3, no. 4 (October 1, 2010): 298–313; 
Annette Kuhn, Family Secrets: Acts of Memory and Imagination (London: Verso, 1995). 
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photograph’s role as a mnemonic aide of the past: whether the photograph solidifies and thus 
replaces the memory as Roland Barthes suggests, or if it conjures up and negotiates memory as 
Annette Kuhn theorizes (1995).5 Although not the only two ways in which photographs interact 
with memory, these examples demonstrate the ways in which the discussion is situated in the 
past. While nostalgic readings and anthropological studies of family photographs provide 
frameworks for exploring the fragmentation of the past, Kganye’s use of montage breaks from 
the teleological understanding of time inherent to both structures to instead focus on potential 
futures.  
I posit that Kganye focuses attention on the individual body and narrative through her 
manipulation of family photographs and portraiture in order to decenter the universalizing 
narratives of intergenerational trauma that are often invoked in discussions of South African 
apartheid and its effects on Black and Coloured families specifically. I explore how Ke Lefa 
Laka: Her Story harnesses nostalgic potential to function as a constructed familial record and as 
a critical response to universalizing narratives of trauma that subsume discussions of South 
African history. Drawing on psychological theories on intergenerational trauma (Maxwell 2014) 
and particularly on somatic theory that centers the bodily experience (Johnson 2009), I situate 
Kganye’s use of family photographs within the context of trauma studies in order to position the 
series within a larger discussion of apartheid as an instance of historical trauma. I then turn to 
how Kganye uses montage to fuse different geographic and temporal layers to create a hybrid, 
fantastical space in which she can be reunited with her deceased mother in order to process her 
 
5 See Roland Barthes, “From Taste to Ecstasy” and “On Photography” in The Grain of the Voice: 
Interviews 1962-1980, trans Linda Coverdale (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985), 
351-360. Although not the first nor the only ones to posit such thinking, both Barthes and Proust 
discuss the replacement of memory with photographs. 
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grief. The alternative space and time created through montage operates outside of the “then” 
versus “now” nostalgic paradigm that constitutes a distant, uninhabitable past in which one 
dwells emotionally, but not physically. 
Typical understandings of nostalgia accentuate a reading of the past as a site to be 
negotiated as a discrete unit that is characteristic of family photographs. First classified as a 
disease in 1688 by Swiss doctor Johannes Hofer, nostalgia referred to the symptoms he saw in 
Swiss soldiers fighting abroad. Stemming from the Greek nostos, meaning return home or 
homecoming, and algia, meaning pain or longing, nostalgia was first conceptualized as a painful 
state of being, the cure for which ranged from a trip home to the application of leeches. In the 
20th century, nostalgia became individualized; what was once a longing for one’s homeland or 
one’s nation by soldiers serving abroad morphed into a longing for one’s own past, for a by-gone 
time, place, or potential.6  
In her seminal book on the topic, The Future of Nostalgia, Svetlana Boym outlined two 
tendencies of nostalgic impulses. The first, restorative nostalgia, adheres to traditional 
understandings of nostalgia in that it “emphasizes nostos” and attempts to rebuild home through 
a shared teleological view of the past “that [patches] up the memory gaps” of history.7 The 
second impulse, reflective nostalgia, “dwells in algia,” and the fragmented and imperfect 
“process of remembrance.”8 The process of remembrance strives to narrate the relationship 
between what has been and what will be, taking into account that the past represents and opens, 
 
6 Svetlana Boym, The Future of Nostalgia (New York: Basic Books, 2001), 3.  
 
7 Boym The Future of Nostalgia, 41. 
 
8 Boym, The Future of Nostalgia, 41.  
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“a multitude of potentialities, nonteleological possibilities of historic development.”9 While 
restorative nostalgia may adhere more closely to traditional understandings of the past as an 
isolated entity, reflective nostalgia breaks down this teleological approach and projects the past 
forward into the future. A focus on future potential is important for giving subjects agency. By 
projecting her past into the future through the incorporation of her own body, I see Her Story as 
asserting Kganye’s ability to claim her own history and, importantly, a sense of agency in 
creating a future for herself out of the disparate memories of her family’s past. This agency and 
reclamation have important implications for processing generational trauma of the kind evoked 
by images of everyday life under apartheid, and therefore for connecting Her Story with larger 
South African projects of healing and memory work.  
Many artists in South Africa have previously engaged with family photographs in their 
work, often with the intention of reclaiming lost historical narratives through a restorative 
nostalgic approach.10 In The Black Photo Album / Look at Me: 1890-1950 (Fig. 5), Santu 
Mofokeng (South African, 1956-2020) collected photographs and portraits commissioned by 
working and middle class Black families. Through careful archival research, Mofokeng restored 
the names, identities, and biographies of the people in the photographs whose stories had been 
lost over time as the portraits were left to collect dust in storage bins and forgotten in drawers. 
The project takes a restorative nostalgic approach in that it seeks to reclaim the past, raising the 
snapshots to monuments of personal agency. Mofokeng rephotographs the prints and reattributes 
 
9 Boym, The Future of Nostalgia, 50. 
10 For more on South African artists who recontextualize family photographs in their work, 
including Senzeni Marasela, Bridget Baker, and Maureen de Jager, see Brenda Schmahmann, 
“Developing Images of Self: Childhood, Youth and Family Photographs in Works by Three 
South African Women Artists,” African Arts 45, no. 4 (2012): 8–21. 
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them—to Elizabeth and Jan van der Merwe, Elliot Phakane, and Moeti and Lazarus Fume among 
others—with the aim of more wholly characterizing the past.11 The sitters have their identities 
renewed, which reinstates past agency in a time (the mid-nineteenth to mid-twentieth centuries) 
which was characterized by ethnographic portraiture of Black bodies. But this reattribution does 
little to imagine futures for the individual sitters. The sitters’ lack of control over the continued 
understanding of the portraits in the present complicates this sense of renewed agency, as one 
can argue that Mofokeng now controls the images rather than the sitters themselves. 
While Mofokeng had no particular connection to the sitters in The Black Photo Album, 
other restorative nostalgic projects do center on autobiographical uses of family photographs. A 
popular global online phenomenon has family members recreating their own iconic childhood 
pictures—grown men awkwardly snuggle into the arms of their now smaller older sisters and 
grey-haired mothers struggle to cradle their now-fully-grown children (Fig. 6). The photographs, 
often shown side by side with the original on social media, garner likes and bemused reactions 
from family members reminiscing about just how much has changed. These playful recreations 
highlight the personal changes one goes through (growth spurts, haircuts, the wrinkles that come 
with age), but by performing a younger version of themselves, the recreator stops short of 
interrogating the rolls they occupy through life and how they shift over time. 
In Ke Lefa Laka: Her Story, Kganye’s practice differs from Mofokeng’s disembodied 
approach in that she performs and recreates the photographs, and from the popular recreations of 
childhood snapshots in that she takes on the role of her mother rather than her younger self. 
Instead of the restorative approach that characterizes both The Black Photo Album and popular 
 




social media recreations, Kganye’s project takes on Boym’s second nostalgic impulse: reflective 
nostalgia. I contend that Kganye upends restorative approaches to family photographs by using 
montage to create an artificial space in which she can connect her experience to her mother’s. 
The fully embodied method that Kganye employs in her recontextualization of family heirlooms 
differs from theories of nostalgia and memory work as put forth by prominent scholars in the 
field, particularly Annette Kuhn. Through a somatic approach to Her Story, this paper will 
establish how domestic and family photographs can be used to grapple with intergenerational 
trauma and counter dominant national narratives.  
 
Embodying historical trauma 
 To create the montages, Kganye first collected stories from her extended family 
members so that she could accurately perform the photographs she accumulated. Her collection 
of oral histories underscores the varied responses and ways of remembering the past that are 
central to the multiplicity of meaning and opportunity that Kganye creates in her montages. 
Kganye’s grandmother, Maria, was instrumental in remembering and finding some of the 
original locations where Kganye’s mother, Dimakatso, had been photographed: various 
backyards, a brick building in Germiston. Kganye then matched the clothing in the wardrobe to 
the pieces her mother wore in the photographs: a frilly white nightdress with pink trim, a smart 
black suit with a ruffle around the collar, a blue brocade dress. Kganye’s younger sister, Thepiso, 
was behind the camera for most of the series and directed the shots; carrying the original 
snapshot, Thepiso would guide her older sister, “no, move your arm like this, smile like this, talk 
 9 
like this,” directing Kganye to more exactly mirror their mother.12 The endeavor bridged 
generations and was deeply communal.  Re-staging the photographs with her grandmother and 
playing out the scenes with her sister not only allowed for the trio to have a conversation 
together about their mutual loss, but Kganye says she was also able to have a metaphorical 
conversation with her mother through the project in order to process her own grief.13 Like 
Roland Barthes’ Camera Lucida which is often referenced with the series, Her Story becomes an 
active meditation on mourning through interactions with family photographs, in this case through 
their recreation. Rather than constructing an effigy of her mother’s life, Kganye reimagines 
moments, performing memories anew to understand how she is affected by these histories in the 
present and how they shape her future. 
For Kganye to perform memory from in a photograph allows for a more fully embodied 
approach that can account for the enduring legacies of past traumas as they are experienced by 
the artist in the present. The series’ title “Ke Lefa Laka” translates from the Sesotho as “it’s my 
inheritance,” speaking both to her mother’s clothing and photographs and to the intergenerational 
transmission of knowledge and circumstances that she received from her family. The idea of 
inheritance is central to the temporal play and the generation of possible futures in Kganye’s 
work. An inheritance is a gift or relic from the past, but one that operates in the present and 
opens up opportunities in the future. Kganye’s recontextualization of family photographs and her 
complicated family inheritance does not exist in the vacuum of art, but rather is intimately 
connected with larger conversations of identity and nationhood in South Africa.  
 
12 “Art on our Mind Creative Dialogue with South African Visual Aritst Lebohang Kganye,” Art 
on our Mind – AOOM, July 18, 2019, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k3YoGGWNv_M. 
 
13 Art on Our Mind. 
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In South Africa, the systematic racism and violence perpetrated against Black and 
Coloured communities by the apartheid era government constitute the “history of sustained 
cultural disruption and destruction” that is indicative of historical trauma (also referred to in 
literature as collective trauma, intergenerational trauma, transgenerational trauma, or soul 
wound).14 Although Kganye may not explicitly reference isolated instances of trauma in the 
source photographs chosen for Ke Lefa Laka: Her Story—which generally reference joyous 
occasions such as weddings or days with friends, all scenes one would expect to see in a family 
album—the history of apartheid-era South Africa as it is understood through images of everyday 
Black life is enveloped in discussions of intergenerational trauma (Hayes 2009; Hayes 2015). 
Kganye’s effort to work through the loss of her mother (and the more abstract loss of the link 
Dimakatso represented to her extended family) is therefore intimately tied to how someone 
might think about or consider historical trauma.  
Generations of South African families, including Kganye’s, have been impacted by 
apartheid policies that stipulated where certain racial groups could live and work.15 Philemon 
Khanye, Kganye’s grandfather and the protagonist in Ke Lefa Laka: Heir Story, was the first in 
the artist’s family to move from the “di’plaasing,” or “homelands,” in the Orange Free State to 
 
14 Karina L Walters et al., “Bodies Don’t Just Tell Stories, They Tell Histories: Embodiment of 
Historical Trauma among American Indians and Alaska Natives,” Du Bois Review: Social 
Science Research on Race 8, no. 1 (2011): 181.  
 
15 For example, the Group Areas Act of 1950 regulated urban areas and the Promotion of Bantu 
Self-Government Act of 1959 effectively stripped many Blacks of their South African 
citizenship through the creation of purportedly independent national homelands, of Bantustans. 
Policies also impacted where racial groups could work or who they could associate with through 
amendments like the Prohibition of Mixed Marriages Amendment Act No 21 of 1968. 
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the city in Transvaal (now Gauteng province) in search of work.16 His house in Johannesburg 
became the temporary place of refuge for many family members as they migrated to the 
Transvaal in search of work up through the 1980s. Although he had already passed away when 
she was born, Kganye says she inherited his legacy through the stories she has been told by 
family members.17   
 In interviews, Kganye often relays the anecdote of the various spellings of her last name 
as Khanye, Khanyi, and Kganye: her grandparents, who were legally married, had different 
variations of the surname, as did their daughter (Kganye’s mother, Dimakatso), leaving three 
variations for as many family members.18 These alterations happened either through the family’s 
desire to assimilate to the new situations and spaces they found themselves in each time they 
were uprooted or resettled because of apartheid land acts, or, more sinisterly, because of the lack 
of care taken by the South African Department of Home Affairs to accurately record the 
information of Black South Africans. 19 With so many variations, it became clear to Kganye that 
even with the in-depth research she was performing into her family history, she would never 
know the original spelling of her surname. Kganye’s surname functions here as just one example 
of the ways in which historical trauma impacted Black South Africans’ understandings of 
 
16 “Lebohang Kganye,” Contemporary And, accessed February 14, 2021, 
https://contemporaryand.com/person/lebohang-kganye/. 
 
17 “Lebohang Kganye.” Contemporary And. Kganye writes, “even though I was born in ‘his’ 
house I never got to know him except through stories passed down from family members. So Ke 
Lefa Laka is also about being in the same place at different times and not meeting.” 
 
18 The variations of surname have Xhosa, Zulu, and Sesotho influences, testaments to the 
geographic and cultural boundaries blurred over the course of the name’s changes.  
 




identity and of the difficulty in unearthing any singular or “true” personal history. As family 
members were forced to move around, the imprints of various local language groups and the 
indifference of national officials were left on her family name, disturbing her ability to truly 
know her own history. The resulting fragmentation of personal narrative is at the core of 
Kganye’s use of montage in Her Story. 
Although often manifested in seemingly mundane or bureaucratic ways such as 
surnames, the modes in which the effects of trauma are passed between generations are complex. 
Researchers have begun to move away from the “faulty gene” theory that stresses genetic 
inheritance which results in the idea that trauma is fundamental to a person from birth regardless 
of situation. Instead, scholars examine the cumulative effect of social, economic, and political 
forces (such as the apartheid land and marriage acts) on the body.20 However, even when 
contextualized within a socio-political framework, historical trauma may be exploited to sustain 
deeply entrenched social hierarchies. Writing on the context of Canadian colonialism and 
violence against Indigenous peoples there, Krista Maxwell argues that historical trauma can be 
invoked in ways that universalize and flatten understandings of colonialism, and that ultimately 
turn attention away from the ongoing legacy and enactment of colonial structures and relations in 
the present.21 While trauma may resonate through generations, it is experienced by individuals. I 
agree with Maxwell’s contention that theorizing historical trauma only through universalized, 
 
20 For context on this debate, see, Rachel Yehuda et al., “Holocaust Exposure Induced 
Intergenerational Effects on FKBP5 Methylation,” Biological Psychiatry 80, no. 5 (September 1, 
2016): 372–80 and Ewan Birney's Guardian Op-Ed, "Why I'm skeptical about the idea of 
genetically inherited trauma.” 
 
21 See, Krista Maxwell, “Historicizing Historical Trauma Theory: Troubling the Trans-
Generational Transmission Paradigm,” Transcultural Psychiatry 51, no. 3 (2014): 407–35. 
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generational understandings of its impact is to negate the varied personal understanding of 
trauma as it is experienced by individuals in the present. Following this, I see Kganye’s use of 
family photographs as a means to re-center the individual experience while acknowledging 
generational implications. 
Because of the varied way in which trauma manifests in an individual’s body, a focus on 
embodied experience is essential to understanding the visual legacy of the historical trauma of 
apartheid in South Africa in order to counter its universalizing narratives. I turn here to Sophie 
Anne Oliver’s conception of the term “traumatized body,” which refers, “both to the traumatized 
bodies of atrocity victims that we see represented in visual and other media and, more abstractly, 
to the corporeal as the conceptual site upon which trauma and its discourses are negotiated” 
[emphasis hers].22  Because of the risk Maxwell outlines, understanding the ways in which the 
rippling effects of past traumatic events are embodied through various individuals is vital. In a 
broader discussion on trauma in South Africa in which images of the brutalized bodies of victims 
of apartheid violence abound, Her Story can be read as an alternative exploration of the body as a 
place in which the legacy of trauma can be revisited and negotiated as it continues to affect both 
individuals and families today. 
Historical trauma and collective memory are often invoked together, with the latter more 
often incorporated in discussions of family albums and the performance of oral histories told to 
coincide with the sharing of photographs or heirlooms. For the purposes of this thesis, I turn to 
Boym, who posits that collective memory functions as, “the common landmarks of everyday life. 
They constitute shared social frameworks of individual recollections…not prescriptions for a 
 
22 Sophie Anne Oliver, “Trauma, Bodies, and Performance Art: Towards an Embodied Ethics of 
Seeing,” Continuum: Journal of Media and Cultural Studies 24, no. 1 (February 2010): 119. 
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model tale.”23 The “signposts” or “landmarks” of collective memory function similarly to the 
performative scripts discussed by historians of family photographs as a way to mediate the self 
through the other (McAllister 2018). 
The discourse surrounding collective memory is contentious and mirrors the tension 
between group and individual that arises in discussions of historical trauma.24 Memory, some 
would argue, is individual and cannot be transferred to another without losing its essential 
quality. In this vein, Susan Sontag claims that, 
What is called collective memory is not remembering but a stipulating: that this is 
important, that this is the story about how it happened, with the pictures that lock the 
story in our minds. Ideologies create substantiating archives of images, representative 
images, which encapsulate common ideas of significance and trigger predictable 
thoughts, feelings.25   
 
According to Sontag, the communal remembrance that occurs when viewing a photo album is 
not true memory (however elusive the concept of a truthful memory may be), as a memory of the 
event photographed can only be experienced anew by the subject of the image. Instead, the 
archives of images about which Sontag speaks encapsulate neatly the bounds of history, 
producing a shared version of the past that, like Boym’s restorative nostalgia, “manifests itself in 
total reconstructions of monuments of the past” in an effort to believe that their project, their 
 
23 Boym, Future of Nostalgia, 53. See also, Maurice Halbwachs, On Collective Memory, Lewis 
Coser, trans. And ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992). 
 
24 See, Aleida Assmann, “Transformations between History and Memory,” Social Research: An 
International Quarterly 75, no. 1 (Spring 2008): 49–72. 
 




ideology, is the truth.26 To the restorative nostalgic, the past is “not a duration but a perfect 
snapshot,” one which we may objectively take in, but not subjectively experience.27  
 By inserting herself into scenes of her mother, Kganye seems to argue that embodied 
collective memory is possible. If memory is tied to an individual’s neurological networks as 
some would claim, by inserting her adult self into the scene Kganye attempts to un-stick the 
memory from Dimakatso’s experience by performing her mother’s role in the photographs in 
order to appropriate it. The shared corporeal space that exists in a fictive time and space outside 
of the nostalgic then vs now paradigm means that both Dimakatso and Kganye’s memories can 
be invoked and negotiated together rather than stipulated. 
 
 
Memory work and montage: creating an alternative time 
Initially, Kganye had thought to display the original snapshot pulled from her mother’s 
albums and her restaged self-portrait side-by-side as a diptych. Curator Nontobeko Ntombela, 
one of her mentors while Kganye was a Tierney Fellow, encouraged her to layer the images 
instead.28 Kganye acknowledges that this modification, “spoke truer to this journey, of me 
wanting to create a space or a time where we could still be together.”29 In this newly created 
 
26 Boym, The Future of Nostalgia, 41. 
 
27 Boym, The Future of Nostalgia, 49. 
 
28 The recipients of the Tierney Fellowship are matched with mentors who provide additional 
support. Kganye’s mentors were Nontobeko Ntombela, a Johannesburg based curator who 
currently works at University of Witwatersrand, Johannesburg, School of Art developing the 
postgraduate program in curatorial and exhibition practices, and Mary Sibande, a Johannesburg 
based artist working across media on themes of race, gender, and labor. 
 
29 Art on Our Mind.  
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time, Kganye is an active participant in the claiming and even creation of a family history. Her 
insertion of her body into scenes underscores the perspective from which she addresses her 
family history, reiterating that she sees the past as the version that she has chosen to accept. 
To “create a space or time” where she could be reunited with her deceased mother, 
Kganye montages images. The resulting hybrid photographs in Her Story amalgamate different 
geographic and temporal layers to create an alternative space and time. This is central to the 
series’ reflective nostalgic potential, as it disrupts the indexical nature of photography and its 
ability to call up or replace a specific and real location or moment. Each image alone may index 
an event—the original moment her mother experienced or the moment of Kganye’s recreation—
but montaged together the clarity of space and time is dislocated by the overlapping elements. 
Given this disruption, I argue that the images in Her Story index an alternative third time, an 
invented space of potential in which the women can be reunited and in which substitute futures 
can be imagined and played out.  
In Setschwantso le ngwanaka II [A picture with my child] (Fig. 7) we see a familiar scene 
of a proud parent watching their toddler teetering on unsteady feet, an image which is likely 
pasted into photo albums and baby books around the world. The photograph shows a smiling 
woman, Kganye’s mother Dimakatso. Dressed in fuchsia, Dimakatso crouches down, reaching 
out toward a toddler tottering in the grass nearby. Just beyond Dimakatso, a semi-transparent 
adult Kganye crouches as well, dressed in the same bright fuchsia outfit as her mother. 
Dimakatso’s left arm remains clearly visible while Kganye’s right arm cuts through the 
overlapping forms so that together the two women reach toward the toddler, similar to how the 
two women in Figure 1 appear to hold the cup together. The overlapping bodies converge into 
one indistinct figure as you move down their torsos until only one set of feet is visible; clad in 
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black boots, the feet ground the forms so that the overlying bodies seem to emerge as one from 
that point.   
Instead of this montaged image, we may imagine another recreation of the same scene in 
which Kganye dresses in a version of her childhood outfit to create an image along the lines of 
Fig. 6. In this hypothetical version, Kganye is a 23-year-old woman comically dressed in a white 
sweater with little pink bows, ill-fitting jeans, and yellow sneakers taking performatively 
tentative steps. Dimakatso’s original snapshot is ripe for the type of recreation in the hypothetical 
version in which the artist yearns for her childhood when her mother was still alive. But rather 
than performing as an earlier version of herself, Kganye takes on her mother’s persona, as she 
sees herself as the “present version of [her mother],” albeit a version in which there is “so much 
difference, and so much distance in space and time.”30 While she cannot fully be her mother—in 
the image or in reality—Kganye’s identity is deeply intertwined with the woman who raised her 
regardless of literal temporal or geographic ruptures.  
A reading of the image using Boym’s conception of reflective nostalgia that takes into 
account nonteleological narrative possibilities, opens up the multitude of meanings that this type 
of performative association between daughter and mother implies. Writing on reflective nostalgia 
in a South African context, psychologist Jill Bradbury suggests that,  
The object of nostalgia (and hope) is neither place nor time, but the subject, the self that 
was and is yet to be. These earlier potential selves cannot, of course, be recovered 
directly, and can only be known from our current positioning in the present.31   
 
 




31Jill Bradbury, “Narrative Possibilities of the Past for the Future: Nostalgia and Hope,” Peace 
and Conflict: Journal of Peace Psychology, Of Narratives and Nostalgia, 18, no. 3 (August 
2012): 342. 
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Seen through this lens of reflective nostalgia, by embodying her mother in the photograph—both 
wearing her clothing and literally overlapping the forms of their bodies—creates an ongoing 
dialectic between past, present, and potential futures that allows Kganye to process her future 
self that “is yet to be,” namely a maternal one.  
Following the death of her mother in 2010, Kganye, then only twenty years old, assumed 
the maternal role of primary caretaker of her 12-year-old sister Tshepiso. Setschwantso le 
ngwanaka II can thus be read as, on the one hand, a nostalgic image of Dimakatso’s love for 
Kganye, or it can be seen as a way of Kganye processing the familial role that she had come to 
fill. The pose and motion of Kganye’s right arm reaching out toward the toddler in tandem with 
Dimakatso’s left one literally situates Kganye within the maternal role. The title, translated from 
the original Sesotho as A picture with my child, remains sufficiently vague so that the toddler 
could be either Kganye or her sister Tshepiso.32 In this alternative reading in which the toddler is 
Tshepiso, or even an unnamed possible future daughter she has not yet had, Kganye is then 
reaching toward the child as if she herself was the mother, prefiguring the relationship that would 
grow between the two women. By appearing twice in the photograph—once as her toddler self 
and once in the guise of her mother—Kganye is able to reflect on her multifaceted role as 
daughter/sister/mother from her current “positioning in the present,” conflating her past self, 
present, and future into one image.  
Although she speaks of her childhood fondly, Kganye acknowledges that it was in many 
ways an anomaly for her to not feel the gap left by her absent father.33 She relates her experience 
 
32 It should be noted here that the titles were written by the artist rather than her mother, 
Dimakatso, and thus are an integral part of understanding the performance of memory 
undergirding the series as an interpretation by Lebohang.  
 
33 Art on our Mind. 
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of growing up in a single-parent household to broader trends in South Africa where Black 
children are often brought up by single mothers as a result of the period when Black mothers and 
children stayed in rural homeland while men traveled to cities to search for work for months at a 
time. By regulating labor in this way, the apartheid system essentially separated Black families. 
In photographs such as Setschwantso le ngwanaka II or Moketeng wa letsatsi la tswalo la ho 
qala wa moradi waka II (Fig. 7 and 1), by reflecting on her upbringing and her multifaceted role 
as daughter/sister/mother, Kganye is able to process the larger system of fragmentation endured 
by Black South African families as it is mediated through her own experience. 
Scholar Annette Kuhn’s conception of memory work (2010) is useful here to expand on 
the reflective potential of the series and the way in which constructed narratives can begin to be 
unwoven and negotiated. Memory work, as conceived of by Kuhn, is an active process of mining 
and investigating material for both meanings and possibilities, using the material not as truth, but 
as evidence toward various theories. The “active practice of remembering” that Kuhn describes 
as memory work can be understood as steps toward Boym’s “process of remembrance,” both are 
fragmented, nonteleological approaches to the past by which individual moments can be mined 
in multiple ways to produce meaning in the present or future. 
In many ways Kganye is performing memory work through her “purposeful [re]staging 
of memory” in Her Story.34  In Kuhn’s book Family Secrets, she outlines the steps in which one 
 
 
34 The performance and stage metaphors are perhaps even more explicit in the other series that 
resulted from Kganye’s family research, Ke Lefa Laka: Heir Story. This series also interrogates 
her family history on her mother’s side, but through the perspective of her maternal grandfather, 
Philemon Khanye. In the series, Lebohang dresses in the guise of the family patriarch and 
interacts with life-sized flat mannequins made of printed archival images in a diorama-like stage. 
For more on the series, see Lebohang Kganye, “Ke Lefa Laka: Heir-Story / Pied Piper’s Voyage 
/ BASA Awards Commission,” Lebohang Kganye, accessed 11/9/20, 
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can perform memory work. The first asks the practitioner to, “consider the human subject(s) of 
the photography” by taking up their position, even “visualizing yourself as the subject as she was 
at that moment, in the picture.”35 While Kuhn argues that this visualization is purely a 
metaphorical exercise and that memory work takes place “with (as opposed to in) the 
photographs and albums” [emphasis hers], Kganye goes farther and inserts herself into the image 
as a semitransparent figure in her version of memory work, literally positioning her body as her 
mother’s.36  
This discrepancy of prepositions, though minor, has important temporal implications 
which are central to the conception of future possibilities in Kganye’s work. For Kuhn, 
performing memory work on a photographic image is akin to “the contemplation of a ‘frozen’ 
past moment.”37 This view of a “frozen” moment is at the core of indexical understandings of 
photographs as images that point to a discrete entity that can function here as the other object 
connected to the viewer by the preposition “with.” In contrast, performing memory work from in 
a photograph, as Kganye does using montage, allows for temporal and spatial ambiguity as the 
time and space between the original and the restaged moment is condensed and conflated. When 





35 Annette Kuhn, Family Secrets: Acts of Memory and Imagination (London: Verso, 1995), 7. 
Kuhn outlines four steps: 1) consider the human subject of the photograph, 2) consider the 
picture’s context of production, the when/where/why/how of the picture, 3) consider the context 
in which an image of this sort would have been made, and finally 4) consider the photograph’s 
currency in its context or contexts of reception.  
 
36 Kuhn, “Memory Texts and Memory Work,” 303.  
 
37 Kuhn, “Memory Texts and Memory work,” 304. 
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clothing, Kganye was already engaging in a performative viewing of albums and heirlooms, a 
concept Kuhn draws from Martha Langford (Langford 2006). By participating in the established 
viewing conventions of the genre of family photographs, Kganye is performing memory work on 
the frozen moments indexed by the photographs: a wedding, an office party, listening to the 
radio in a bedroom (Figs. 8-10). However, by inserting her own body into the scenes, Kganye 
disrupts this distanced contemplation of the past, blurring the temporal lines between original 
snapshot and recreation. Although the performance of viewing family albums is an embodied 
response—one hunches over an album, carefully flips pages, points at specific elements that they 
are drawn to—these are performances that mediate reactions to an image, rather than direct 
actions that facilitate an understanding of the subject of an image’s original presence. Working 
from within a photograph is a fully embodied approach to memory work and to the choreography 
or performative scripts outlined by Langford which allows for the projection of past images 
forward into the future. 
Many artists work with archival images (whether from personal archives such as family 
albums or from larger community or state institutions) in order to perform memory work. In 
many cases, multimedia pieces and collages allow for interwoven dialogues between the original 
photograph or object and the artist’s additions.  These interventions begin to blur the line 
between “with” versus “in” a photograph that arises when using the framework of memory work. 
The rise in digital technology and Photoshop has allowed for even more seamless insertions into 
source imagery. Indian artist Vivan Sundaram’s Re-Take of Amrita (2001-2) is another example 
of an artist who mines family photographs to explore his complex personal history as it is 
mediated through specific family members, namely his grandfather Umrao Sign Sher-Gil, and 
his aunt, painter Amrita Sher-Gil (Fig. 11).  Much like Kganye, Sundaram uses his archive of 
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family photographs taken by his grandfather, who was an avid photographer, as the basis for his 
series, stitching the photographs together into a composite image using Photoshop. The series’ 
title, Re-Take of Amrita, references the cinematic term “take,” or the individual shot of a 
particular scene. To re-take or re-shoot the scene is to give the characters in the photograph a 
chance to act out the scene anew, again imagining alternative futures. 
In her discussion of Sundaram’s work, Ruth Rosengarten explores the condensing of time 
that is achieved through digitally montaging archival images. She posits that, “stripped of their 
historical time, the composite image articulates the temporalities of the constituent photographs 
into a new, hypothetical present tense.”38 The newly created temporality of the montaged image 
defies the indexical and positivist nature of the component photographs as pointing to any 
singular “real” moment or event. Although through different methods, both Kganye and 
Sundaram rely on digital technologies to seamlessly overlay the images so that no lines disrupt 
the illusion of uniform space and time, however fictive it may be.39 In Her Story, it is in this 
hypothetical present tense created by the layering of photographs that allows for Kganye and her 
mother to coexist again, a desire at the heart of the project. 
Born in 1990—after many of her mother’s original photographs were taken and on the 
cusp of the official first democratic general election in South Africa in 1994—Kganye is 
 
38 Ruth Rosengarten, “The Vernacular under Pressure from the Digital: Vivan Sundaram’s Re-
Take of Amrita,” Critical Arts 32, no. 1 (January 2, 2018): 95. 
 
39 While the indexical and positivist nature of photography has been challenged with the rise of 
digital technologies, both Lebohang Kganye and Vivan Sundaram are working with film source 
photographs. The photographs from Sundaram’s family archive that he uses were mainly taken 
in the first half of the 20th century, while Kganye’s mother’s albums are likely from the late 
1980s and 90s.  
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conscious that she is inserting herself “into a place and an era that [she’s] not been a part of.”40 In 
acknowledging that she was not a part of that “era,” she makes clear the series none-the-less is 
deeply influenced by the reality of apartheid before her birth. She understands the present to be 
shaped by apartheid, everything from the economy to the prevalence of absent father figures is, 
“a result of the past,” according to Kganye. Time is thus particularly charged in Her Story.  
The fall of apartheid in 1994 acts as a caesura, an event which takes on a mythical quality 
in that it, “[creates] a present by demarcating a past.”41 Many of the photographs in the series are 
made up of both an apartheid era image and the restaged version from 2013, almost two decades 
after the first democratic election. There are of course multiple caesurae at work within Her 
Story, Dimakatso’s death also marks a definitive moment in which a present and a past is 
established for the Kganye family. These events, both the national and the deeply personal, are 
vital in the construction of South African family narratives. Combining the images from both 
sides of the caesurae (both Dimakatso’s death and the 1994 election) visually demonstrates the 
ongoing enactment of colonial structures and relations that Maxwell suggests can be negated by 
focusing on historical trauma. By montaging the images, the impact of past traumas exists 
outside the boundaries of any one time and are instead embodied in the lives of Kganye and her 
mother within a new “hypothetical tense.” Because the caesura of the democratic elections of 
1994 is so established in the stories of many South African families (Frankish and Bradbury 
2012), bridging that temporal divide by merging the images underscores the enduring legacy of 
the event. The corporeal as a site of trauma negotiation is possible, in other words, because the 
bodies of the individuals in the photographs—whether Kganye’s own body or the bodies of her 
 
40 Braat, “Lebohang Kganye.” 
41 Stephan Feuchtwang, “Mythical Moments in National and Other Family Histories,” History 
Workshop Journal, no. 59 (2005): 180. 
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family and friends— are disarticulated from any indexable space or past time that can turn the 
viewer’s attention away from the ongoing effects of the trauma.  
It is important to note, however, that Kganye is not only manipulating the time of the 
image by inserting her adult body into a decades-old photographs. Images from Her Story are 
produced less through insertions of specific forms than by the overlaying of complete images. 
While some parts of Setschwantso le ngwanaka II remain fully saturated and appear 
untouched—the toddler’s jeans, Dimakatso’s left shoulder, the house and fence in the 
background of the upper left corner—other parts of the image bleed into one and other. One can 
make out the rectangular shape of bricks over the white of the toddler’s sweater and in the 
background above the women’s heads. At first glance, the shapes appear to fit into the diamond 
pattern of the chain link fence. However, upon closer examination it becomes clear that one of 
the photographs was taken against a brick wall. Leaving the traces of the individual locations 
visible in the newly combined setting accentuates the constructed nature of the landscape that the 
figures inhabit; the figures are disarticulated from either “real” setting and transposed into a new 
fictive place, one whose artifice is highlighted by the light flares above Kganye’s head and in the 
upper right corner, and by the ethereal quality of the translucent bodies.  
The manipulation of space extends beyond the setting of the images. The pattern of the 
bricks and shrubbery crossing the toddler’s white sweater spotlights her almost translucent 
nature. Not only is adult Kganye a ghostly figure in the scene, but her presence changes the 
status of the other figures; the imposition of her transparent self-portrait alters the visibility of the 
other figures in the photograph. The three bodies are joined together: Kganye and Dimakatso 
seem to share each other’s arms, and the toddler’s transparent body appears simultaneously in 
front of and behind the women’s arms so that they are flattened into the same artificial plane. 
 25 
Beyond Kganye symbolically occupying the same role as her mother, the three bodies appear to 
merge into one composite body, becoming a hybrid corporeal space that can function, “as the 
conceptual site upon which trauma and its discourses are negotiated.”42 Grouped together in this 
way, the embodied histories of her mother, Kganye’s younger self, and her own contemporary 
stories become wrapped up together into collective memory. The image becomes not only about 
the moment of happiness in the yard, but of the entire scope of the mother-daughter relationship.  
Even more so, Setschwantso le ngwanaka II becomes about the historical pattern of family 
fragmentation and the maternal relationships that so often sustain Black families in South Africa. 
 
 
Exposing shadows: Santu Mofokeng and seriti 
 
In her choice to overlay her self-portraits onto her mother’s snapshots, which were made 
some twenty years earlier, Kganye creates an artifact that exists somewhere between a double 
exposure and a long exposure. Double exposure refers to the process of taking two exposures 
without advancing the film, resulting in two separate images or moments in time that appear on 
top of one and other. Often, within the context of family photographs that Kganye draws from, 
this is done accidentally by amateur photographers, and the resulting double exposures are 
discarded as not being worthy of framing or a place in an album. Family albums are often read as 
“highlight reels” that maintain and perpetuate narratives of happiness and success through 
seemingly flawless images that would be disrupted by the presence of a double exposure. The 
montages in Her Story are made digitally from two separate photographs, but by referencing film 
double exposure, Kganye makes the passing of time explicit. Even more so, she plays with the 
construction of family photographs and the decisions behind which are worth preserving within 
 
42 Oliver, “Trauma, Bodies, and Performance Art: Towards an Embodied Ethics of Seeing,” 119. 
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the bounds of an album, highlighting the constructed nature of family albums and the histories 
they claim to depict.  
Long exposures also alter the sense of time in a photograph. They inherently portray 
longer intervals, allowing for the imprint of multiple moments to be captured in a single image 
through a slowing of shutter speed. Both long and double exposures are mechanisms through 
which multiple moments can be recorded as a single image to visualize the effect of time on the 
photograph’s subject. In his series, Chasing Shadows (1996-2006), Santu Mofokeng uses long 
exposure to highlight the movement of figures within still landscapes. Kganye’s use of the 
aesthetics of double exposure and Mofokeng’s use of longer exposures both produce the effect of 
ghostly, translucent, or ethereal figures. Both artists mobilize distortions of the body in space to 
emphasize the complex relationship between subjects, space, and time.  
Many of Mofokeng’s series, like Chasing Shadows, are meditations on spaces and 
landscapes. Throughout his oeuvre, landscapes are ideologically fraught spaces made up of a 
complex network of personal and national or collective narratives. Scholar Simon Schama sees 
landscape as, “a construct of memory, it is a work of the mind, built up as much from the strata 
of memory as from layers of rock.”43 Following this, Mofokeng understands identity as 
implicated in landscape because one’s interior world (their personal experience, myth, and 
memory), “inform/determine the experience of being at a given time and space.”44 Implicit in 
any of Mofokeng’s photographs, then, are not only the physical aspects of the landscape, the 
 
43Simon Schama, Landscape and Memory (New York: AA Knopf, 1995), 7, quoted in “Santu’s 
Landscape,” in Chasing Shadows: Santu Mofokeng: Thirty Years of Photographic Essays 
(Munich: Prestel, 2011), 191. 
 
44 Santu Mofokeng, “Santu’s Landscape,” in Chasing Shadows : Santu Mofokeng : Thirty Years 
of Photographic Essays (Munich: Prestel, 2011), 191. 
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layers of rock, as Schama puts it, but also the varied imprints left behind by individuals, whether 
visible or not.  
Wrapped up in the relationship between individuals and land is the notion of “home,” 
which Mofokeng argues is “an appropriated space…that does not exist objectively in reality. The 
notion of ‘home’ is a fiction we create out of a need to belong.”45 As a Black photographer 
working during the height of apartheid restrictions, Mofokeng’s access and relationship to land 
was heavily regulated by the imposition of passbooks and other institutional obstacles. His 
familial relationship to space and landscape was also fractured by the effects of apartheid 
regulation. Like Kganye’s, his family was forced to move around the country in search of work, 
meaning that, for Mofokeng as for Kganye, “home” was a transient place rather than an inherent 
connection to a static space.46 Because of this, he is interested in movement (forced or otherwise) 
and its effects on a sense of belonging, ownership, and “home.” This conceptual focus on 
landscape is true throughout many of his series, Landscapes of Trauma (1997-2004) (Fig. 12) for 
example implies the past violence of certain locations such as concentration camps without 
showing a human being or structure, and images from his series Rumours: The Bloemhof 
Portfolio (1988-1994) (Fig. 13) show the tenuous relationship between tenant farmers and land 
in the small town on Bloemhof in what was then the western Transvaal. Both Landscapes of 
 
45 Santu Mofokeng, quoted in text for the exhibition Heimat (2016-2017), supported by 
Documenta 14 and the A.M. Qattan Foundation (Ramallah, Palestine). See Ahlam Shibli, 
Heimat, http://www.ahlamshibli.com/statement/heimat_en.htm. See also the chapter “Santu 
Mofokeng’s Appropriate Landscapes” in Nicola Brandt, Landscapes Between Then and Now: 
Recent Histories in Southern African Photography, Performance and Video Art (London: 
Bloomsbury Visual Arts, 2020). 
 
46 See “Santu Mofokeng’s Appropriate Landscapes” in Brandt, Landscapes Between Then and 
Now. Mofokeng’s family address was recorded as his mother’s place of employment and his 
father was registered by the government as a “resident alien” during apartheid. 
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Trauma and Rumours: The Bloemhof Portfolio lay bare the legacy of trauma embedded in the 
land itself through histories of forced labor and displacement. 
His series, Chasing Shadows, specifically addresses the tension between visible and 
invisible human imprints on landscapes (and the landscape’s imprint on people). Many of the 
photographs in Chasing Shadows incorporate slower shutter speeds, which blur the figures in the 
images as they move to add ghostly elements to the scenes.47 The hazy figures seem to be at once 
within and beyond the scope of the photography as it is seen as representing a singular moment. 
Mofokeng notes, “I am not certain that captured on film the essence of the consciousness I saw 
displayed. Perhaps I was looking for something that refuses to be photographed. I was only 
chasing shadows, perhaps.”48  The series explores Mofokeng’s own complicated relationship 
with spirituality and with photography’s purported ability to portray and capture the elusiveness 
of the past.49  
Church of God, Motouleng (Fig. 14), is one of many photographs Mofokeng took in the 
sacred space of Motouleng cave outside of Clarens in the eastern Free State. The cave system is a 
place of pilgrimage for people of all faiths, with many believing that the space offers healing 
powers. In the photograph, we see a blurred figure who appears to walk along a gravel path in 
front of steeply sloped rock wall toward a darkened slit on the left, perhaps an entrance to a 
further cavern. In the lower right, the block letters “CHURCH OF GOD” and a small white chest 
 
47 Mofokeng worked on Landscapes of Trauma at the time when South Africa was reckoning 
with what to do with sites such as Vlakplaas, a farm outside Pretoria that served as the 
headquarters for a South African Police counterinsurgency unit that tortured and killed anti-
apartheid activists.  
 
48 Santu Mofokeng, “Chasing Shadows,” 109. 
 
49 Santu Mofokeng, “Chasing Shadows,” 108-109. 
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with a square cross break the organic quality of the rest of the image, which focuses on the 
undulating striations in the rock face and irregular shapes of the stones in the low wall that runs 
along it. The identifiable figure is so out of focus that at points it blurs into the background; their 
left foot remains quite clear as they step forward, however their right leg and the rest of their 
body, notably their head, seems to disappear against the darker greys of the rocky backdrop. The 
use of black and white film, which is prominent across Mofokeng’s oeuvre, allows the figure to 
blend relatively seamlessly in with its surroundings as their body dematerializes due to the long 
exposure; only the short horizontal white stripes made from the movement of the figure walking 
forward denote the bounds of the body against the vertical lines of the rock face.50 
The blurring of the figure evokes a literal ghostly presence, a hazy shadow of the person 
who walked that path. In the series’ title, Mofokeng plays on the term shadow, reflecting on the 
Sesotho term seriti or Zulu term is’thunzi. Both are translated into English as shadow, but 
colloquially encompass much broader meanings of anything from, “aura, presence, dignity, 
confidence, power, spirit, essence, status, and or wellbeing.”51 The idea of seriti, Mofokeng 
writes, consumes many South Africans, as seriti can exert powerful influences, and having good 
or bad seriti is dependent in part on one’s friends and family and also the circumstances of time 
and place.52 To see the blurred figure in Church of God, Motouleng as a shadow is to see it as a 
seriti, with all the psychological weight of time and place that the term contains, and to also see 
 
50 For more on Mofokeng’s use of black and white film and its effects, see Leslie Wilson, “Past 
Black and White: The Color of Photography in South Africa, 1994-2004” (Dissertation, Chicago, 
University of Chicago, 2017). 
 
51 Santu Mofokeng, “Chasing Shadows,” in Chasing Shadows: Santu Mofokeng Thirty Years of 
Photographic Essays (Munich: Prestel, 2011), 108. 
 
52 Mofokeng, “Chasing Shadows," 108. 
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the invisible forces that control both the figure and, consequently, the landscape itself. The figure 
is one of hundreds who move through the space, forever altering the caves, a relationship 
between subject and landscape that is manifested in the graffitied words added to the rock face 
by the pilgrims that seek out the caves.  
The conflation of multiple temporalities through the use of motion blurring caused by a 
long exposure time as embodying seriti may be seen more explicitly in another photograph from 
the series, a portrait of the artist’s brother, Ishmael, entitled Eyes Wide Shut (Fig. 15). Ishmael 
traveled to the Motouleng Cave in 2004 in search of a cure for his HIV. In the three-quarter 
portrait, Ishmael sits in the foreground facing the viewer, dressed in a leather jacket and leather 
hat. His body is in focus compared to the three indistinct figures that pass behind him in the 
darkness. Ishmael’s eyes, however, are blurred. The whites of his eyes and his dark irises appear 
to be looking off to the lower right corner of the frame, but there is a white haze over both eyes. 
The haze makes it unclear if he is simply caught blinking or if he is closing his eyes more 
solemnly. Like the ambiguity in Setschwantso le ngwanaka II of Kganye as both a mother and a 
daughter, the uncertainty created by the blurring of Ishmael’s eyes foreshadows the man’s 
eventual death due to AIDS-related complications later in 2004. 
Writing on Mofokeng’s use of shadows, curator Simon Njami noted that, “Time is not 
important. It is suspended.53 Like the “hypothetical present tense” created by montaging multiple 
images together in Kganye’s Her Story, it is not the specific moment that is important in the 
photographs from Chasing Shadows, but rather the suspension of the track of linear time to focus 
on the memories and sensations of space. To suspend time is to focus on the fragmentation of 
time and the relationship between past and present that Boym outlines in her conception of 
 
53 Simon Njami, Santu Mofokeng: A Silent Solitude (Milan: Skira, 2016), 23-24. 
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reflective nostalgia. In Church of God, Motouleng, it is not the identity of the unknowable blurry 
figure that is important, but the cumulative effect of thousands of pilgrims seeking spiritual 
guidance that charges the very landscape of the cave as it is manifested through the motion of a 
body walking. Likewise, Eyes Wide Shut is less a portrait of Ishmael at that moment as it is a 
record of his life encapsulated in one image, both past, present, and future existing in the 
hypothetical present tense created by the formal ambiguity of blurriness. This meditation focuses 
on the cumulative effect of time on individuals and landscapes in the vein of reflective nostalgia.  
With this conception of seriti in mind and the psychological weight it holds, let us return 
to one last example from Kganye’s Her Story, Lenyalong la Thobi II [At Thobi’s wedding II] 
(Fig. 8). The background in the montage remains seemingly unaltered, although bits of green 
shine through Kganye’s shoulder and leg, highlighting her ghostly quality similarly to how the 
outlines of bricks functioned against the toddler’s sweater. The continuity of space made clear by 
the unaltered background suggests that Kganye’s self-portrait was taken in a location that 
changed very little in the decades that spanned the two photographs. In the montage, Dimakatso 
and three friends pose beside a happy couple at their wedding. Kganye’s transparent body hovers 
to the right of Dimakatso’s, overlapping both her mother’s body and the groom’s. The figures all 
smile broadly, looking off in different directions—perhaps as a group of people all snap pictures 
of the happy couple at once, each vying for attention.  
The women do not necessarily share a literal corporeal space here as they do in other 
iterations; Kganye’s body remains more distinct from her mother’s in this photograph than in 
others discussed earlier, such as Setschwantso le ngwanaka II (Fig. 7). However, the busy black-
and-white floral pattern of the dress suit that both Dimakatso and Kganye wear muddles the 
boundary between their bodies to a similar effect. The lines of the white blooms appear to meet 
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and continue across the women’s forearms from one torso to the next, visually attaching the 
women at the hip and creating the shared corporeal space through which they enter into a 
dialectical conversation regarding memory. 
Like the mother/daughter relationship in Setschwantso le ngwanaka II, the wedding scene 
is equally emotionally charged in relation to both Kganye’s individual memory (a wedding 
evokes contemplation of both her single mother and absent father) and collective South African 
memory (raising discussions on the regulations on marriage put in place by the apartheid 
government as well as the bureaucracy of registering discussed in relation to Kganye’s family’s 
surnames). In Lenyalong la Thobi II, Kganye inserts her young-adult-self into a photograph of 
her mother at about the same age. Adapting the “re-take” framework from Sundaram’s series 
(Fig. 11), this similarity suggests the ability to re-do, or reimagine the possibilities of youth, of 
the precipice of a new phase of life (here symbolized by marriage).  
 
 
Conclusion: Memory work in South African institutions 
 
Since the democratic elections in 1994, the construction of the “new South Africa” has 
been founded on the resolution of individual and national memory (McEachern 1998). The 
negotiation between personal experience and the role of the state took place across multiple 
arenas, most notably in the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) from 1996-2003. 
During the commission individuals who were victims of gross human rights violations under the 
apartheid regime were invited to share their personal stories in public hearings, and the 
perpetrators of violence were also invited to share testimony and request amnesty. In addition to 
the TRC, institutions across South Africa, from the District Six Museum in Cape Town to the 
Apartheid Museum in Johannesburg took on the task of discussing and visualizing the “new 
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South Africa” through a focus on the individual experience rather than the colonial state 
apparatus.54  
The District Six Museum is a small institution in Cape Town established in 1994 in an 
old Methodist church building. It is dedicated to telling the stories of the 55,000 - 65,000 people 
forcibly displaced from their homes in District Six when the apartheid government declared the 
area to be whites only under the Group Areas Act in 1966. The museum mobilizes what I see as 
reflective nostalgia to become a place of memory work through its exhibition of family 
photographs and memorabilia. The exhibitions there signal a broader desire in contemporary 
South African visual culture to find, “ways to embody and speak the unspeakable—about 
trauma, imprisonment, separation, and loss” through the display and curation of mundane 
everyday objects that represent the lives and futures of the inhabitants of the district that were 
forcibly removed.55  
In one exhibition in 2016 entitled Remembering 60,000 Forced Goodbyes, former 
residents narrated their life stories through the display of a suitcase packed with their possessions 
(Fig. 16). In most of the suitcases, among the trinkets, clothing, heirlooms, and books, family 
photographs, such as the three framed shots in Figure 16, were carefully arranged. These 
portraits are vital links to understanding seriti in relation to the museum displays and the 
continuous network of cause and effect that is sustained by its invisible force. Seriti is tied to 
 
54 In 2020, Lebohang Kganye had a solo exhibition at the George Bizos Gallery at the Apartheid 
Museum, Johannesburg, entitled The Stories We Tell: Memory as Material. The exhibition 
centered on the artist’s animated film, Ke Sale Teng [Reconstruction of a Family] (2017) which 
also explores themes of family history and the reliability of narrative. 
 
55 Annie E. Coombes, History After Apartheid: Visual Culture and Public Memory in a 
Democratic South Africa (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2003), 126. 
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humans, a person has a body (mmele), soul (moea) and a seriti. The items in the suitcases 
provide a glimpse into the inner lives of the residents who were forced out of the district, 
functioning as discrete items that one can relate to, contemplate, and inquire into in order to 
perform Kuhn’s memory work as a visitor to the exhibition. However, it is through the idea of 
seriti and its embodiment in the portraits that the lingering effects of these objects on individuals 
can be understood. The inanimate domestic objects in the suitcases cannot have seriti, but they 
act as “tools to enhance the seriti of human beings.”56 The suitcase as a vehicle of display 
symbolizes movement, the journey that the residents and their belongings took through time and 
space, but the objects remain static in their display, exhibited as relics from the past.   
While much of the collection at the District Six Museum can function like these packed 
suitcases as the object with which memory work can be performed, the structure of the exhibition 
space itself encourages a similar embodied performance as Kganye’s montages. When the 
museum first opened, there was a long calico cloth that ex-residents were encouraged to sign as a 
way to share memories, and on the floor in the nave of the church there was a large map of the 
district. As the cloth filled with memories and was periodically replaced to provide more space, 
ex-residents turned to the map and began marking their family’s homes and places of business 
onto it.57 The landscape of the district map—which in many ways represents the 
institutionalization of space and the control of the government over formalizing its boundaries—
 
56 Matome Bethuel Rathete, “The Reality and Relevance of Seriti in the Past and Present: Its 
Essence and Manifestation in an African Religion Perspective with Special Reference to the 
Northern Sotho” (Doctor of Literature and Philosophy, South Africa, University of South Africa, 
2007), 31. 
 




became a site of subversion through the infusion of memories. By performing on the map (like 
Kganye performing in montages), ex-residents make visible the histories that are sustained in the 
fabric of the district and the importance of space for conceptualizing a sense of self, regardless of 
the official apartheid narrative and regulation of the area.  
The map remains in the entrance hall, now protected under glass as a focal point of the 
museum. When visitors first enter the space, they begin by hearing a narration of the history of 
the district, one that is told both “on and through the map” (Fig. 17).58 Ex-residents who visit the 
museum still begin here, matching their memories to locations on the map, ready to share the 
stories that the space evokes even if they can no longer physically mark the map. If you don’t 
personally have a connection to the district, the museum has ex-resident “storytellers” who give 
tours of the museum and of the district itself.59 An understanding of the history of District Six 
comes not from contemplating these storyteller’s isolated possessions (although the exhibited 
material may assist the narrative), but rather from walking through the space with them, whether 
the literal city blocks of the district or the lines on the maps.  
Like the ex-residents physically walking through the district (or a two-dimensional 
representation of the space in the case of the map) it is important for Kganye to perform her 
family narratives in the original locations that the photographs were taken. When she first began 
work on Ke Lefa Laka she thought of the deceased family members in the photographs as ghosts, 
 
58 McEachern draws heavily on de Certeau’s The Practice of Everyday Life, 1988 in his 
conception of the performance of walking through a city and the memories that are invoked 
through this spatial relation. McEachern, "Working with Memory," 54. 
 
59 The museum website states, “It has been designed in such a way that a visitor can wander in 
from off the street and go on a self-guided tour. If preferred, a walk through the Museum with an 
ex-resident storyteller can be arranged (pre-booked tours are guaranteed and preferred; walk-in 
tours are subject to availability.)”  
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but through the process of creating the series she began to realize that “[she] was the ghost, 
because [she was] the one who was forcing [herself] into their history, into a place and an era 
that [she had] not been a part of.”60 Expanding this notion of the “ghost” to encompass 
Mofokeng’s conception of seriti encourages us to see the setting of the montages and their 
performances in specific places as vital to the project of memory work. Seriti also helps us to 
think about the social components that can help elucidate the complex web of relationships at 
play and their continued and cumulative effect over time in Kganye’s memory work.  
To facilitate this embodied approach, it is not enough for Kganye to simply leaf through 
her mother’s albums and imagine the two of them together, she must create new relics of the past 
that suggest a physical connection between the women through the insertion of her own body. 
Elizabeth Edwards’ (2002) emphasis on the materiality of photographs is vital here in 
understanding the convergence of embodied recreations and the power of family photographs in 
Kganye’s series.61 The body as a site upon which history can be negotiated is brought to life 
through the performance of family photographs due to the scripted nature in which they are made 
and the culturally sanctioned modes of viewing that they encourage. Kganye’s restaging of 
family photographs invites both an examination of and a play on what Martha Langford (2001) 
calls “photographic performances” and what Kirsten McAllister (2018) terms “photographic 
scripts,” both of which suggest that family photographs and albums function as memory aides 
that rely on the repetition of set types and motifs. Anthropologists and sociologists such as Kuhn 
(1995) and Marianne Hirsch (1999) have documented the socially engrained processes involved 
 
60 Braat, “Lebohang Kganye.” 
 
61 Elizabeth Edwards, “Material Beings: Objecthood and Ethnographic Photographs,” Visual 
Studies 17 (2002): 67-75. 
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in viewing and engaging with family photographs (the communal huddling over an album and 
the physical turning of album pages as just two examples) and the ways in which these 
performances uphold social bonds. By maintaining the format of the original snapshots to a 
degree, Ke Lefa Laka: Her Story also assumes some of the power of the genre and its emotional 
effects by prompting the viewer to engage in certain choreographies of viewing that demonstrate 
the entrenched generational effects of the images.  
In Ke Lefa Laka: Her Story, Kganye’s embodied approach, achieved through collective 
site-specific performance and digital montaging, allows for the artist to process the disjuncture 
and displacement, both metaphorical and literal, that she experiences from her family history. 
Using digital montage, Kganye creates an alternative space and time that embraces the 
fragmentation and distance of time and space that drives a reflective nostalgic understanding of 










Figure 1. Lebohang Kganye, Moketeng wa letsatsi la tswalo la ho qala wa moradi waka II [At 
my daughter’s first birthday party II], 2013, Inkjet print on cotton rag paper, 42 x 29.7 cm, 









Figure 2. Lebohang Kganye, Pied Piper, 2013, Inkjet print on cotton rag paper, 64 x 90 cm, 






Figure 3. Lebohang Kganye, Ka 2-phisi yake e pinky I [In my pink 2-piece outfit I], 2013, Inkjet 







Figure 4. Lebohang Kganye, Ka 2-phisi yake e pinky II [In my pink 2-piece outfit II], 2013, 









Figure 5. Santu Mofokeng, Spread from The Black Photo Album: Look at Me: 1890-1950, 

















Figure 7. Lebohang Kganye, Setshwantso le ngwanaka II [A picture with my child II], 2013, 










Figure 8. Lebohang Kganye, Lenyalong la Thobi II [At Thobi’s wedding II], 2013, Inkjet print 









Figure 9. Lebohang Kganye, Re intshitse mosebetsing II [We are on an office outing II], 2013, 







Figure 10. Lebohang Kganye, Ke bapala seyalemoya bosiu ka naeterese II [Listening to the 
radio at night in my night dress II], 2013, Inkjet print on cotton rag paper, 42 x 42 cm, Edition of 










Figure 11. Vivan Sundaram, Bourgeois Family: Mirror Frieze, 2001, Digital photomontage, 
printed by Epson Stylus Pro with Ultra Chrome K3 inks on smooth fine art paper, Epson c, 











Figure 13. Santu Mofokeng, Pensioners en Route, Bloemhof, c. 1988. Courtesy Chasing 









Figure 14. Santu Mofokeng, Church of God, Motouleng, 1996, Gelatin silver print, 38 x 58 cm. 










Figure 15. Santu Mofokeng, Eyes Wide Shut, Motouleng Cave, Clarens—Free State, 2004, 








Figure 16. Installation shot, Remembering 60,000 Forced Goodbyes, a part of the Suitcase 









Figure 17. Interior view of the main hall at the District Six Museum, Cape Town, featuring a 
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